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In “Wise Up! Unlock Experience and Make Age an Advantage,” Christian Jerusalem offers practical strategies for leveraging the wisdom of experienced workers to drive innovation and growth. His step-by-step approach is easy to follow and demonstrates how harnessing demographic change is possible for every company. This book is an illuminating read for anyone interested in future-proofing their company.


Bettina Dietsche, Chief People and Culture Officer for the Allianz Group


“Wise Up!” addresses one of the most crucial yet often overlooked aspects of talent management today. Senior talents bring a wealth of experience and knowledge and may have different needs regarding their working environment. The book delves into the organization’s ability to provide optimal working conditions for employees at the later stage of their career. This will increasingly become a key success factor for many companies and should therefore be a central part of any people strategy.


“Wise Up!” offers numerous suggestions on unlocking the potential of an aging workforce in a comprehensive manner. It explores areas such as job flexibility, development opportunities, knowledge preservation, role adaptation, and cross-generational coaching, providing deep insights into this vital aspect of Wise talent management. The insights provided in this book are profound, making it a must-read for any leader who aims to get ready for the “Silver Tsunami.”


Dr. Sven Sommerlatte, CHRO C.H. Boehringer Sohn AG & Co. KG


The unprecedented demographic age shift signals massive change for every organization in the years ahead. From transformational approaches to talent management to the design and manufacture of innovative, age-forward products and services, leaders focused on the future would be well advised to read and respond to Jerusalem's call to action.


Paul Irving, Senior Advisor, Milken Institute; Distinguished Scholar-in-Residence, University of Southern California Leonard Davis School of Gerontology


“Wise Up!” is a game-changing guide for leaders determined to harness the full power of age and experience within their organizations. By breaking down barriers and fostering true collaboration, this book shows how uniting the wisdom of seasoned professionals with the fresh perspectives of new talent can ignite real transformation and drive innovation. Treating intergenerational diversity as a vital asset, “Wise Up!” offers practical strategies to build a culture where every voice is valued and sustainable change becomes possible. If you’re ready to lead lasting progress and unlock your team’s collective potential, “Wise Up!” is the essential starting point.


Martin Krengel, CEO of the WEPA Group


Wise Up! Unlock Experience and Make Age an Advantage


Imagine a workplace where wisdom and youthful energy thrive side by side, where decades of experience are celebrated as fuel for innovation rather than seen as a barrier. Wise Up! is your inspiring roadmap to turning our aging society into one of your organisation’s greatest assets.


In this powerful and uplifting guide, you’ll discover how embracing older employees is not just the right thing to do — it’s a strategic necessity for staying competitive, innovative, and resilient. Learn how to break free from outdated stereotypes, build bridges between generations, and create a workplace culture where every employee feels valued and empowered to contribute their best.


Packed with practical strategies, real-world examples, and visionary insights, this book shows you how to transform demographic shifts into a source of strength and creativity. Whether you’re a CEO, an HR leader, or a forward-thinking manager, Wise Up! will help you future-proof your organisation and build a thriving, inclusive environment where experience and fresh ideas unite to shape a better future.


As New York Times bestselling author Chip Conley says, “The competitive advantage of aging is wisdom. And leaders should be wise enough to turn their aging workforce into a competitive advantage.”       Chip Conley, Chairman Modern Elder Academy
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Christian Jerusalem is the founder and CEO of WiseForce Advisors.


“The wisdom of experience is a company’s greatest untapped resource. When we honor and harness the knowledge of our older workforce, we don’t just preserve the past — we build a stronger, smarter, and more resilient future.”
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I am deeply grateful to my wife and co-founder of WiseForce Advisors, Marie, for having the vision and foresight from the beginning of this journey. Her expertise and unwavering support have been instrumental in shaping the ideas in this book. Her faith in me made every page possible.










Part One:The Silver Tsunami










Chapter 1 Gray Is the New Gold: The Disruptive Challenges of an Unprecedented Demographic Shift


People often ask how I came to specialize in helping organizations tap into the potential of an aging workforce. As a leadership consultant, I’ve always been fascinated by the idea of experience as an asset. It has never made sense to me why our western society doesn’t value the wisdom that comes with age. Over the years, I’ve observed up-close how this pattern plays out in a wide variety of employment settings. Corporations, nonprofits, and government institutions in countries around the world place all their attention on the youngest employees while they do everything possible to push older workers into early retirement. I believe this is shortsighted decision-making because when experienced people leave a place of work, they take vital skills, knowledge, and insights along with them.


Some years ago, the leaders of a private equity firm invited me to pitch my consulting services for a high-profile management audit after a takeover deal had closed. My team and I presented our proposal to help with this transition, and at the end of the meeting, we posed a question to the executives in the room: Why had they overlooked several core business areas and not nominated anyone from those functions to be considered for the newly combined leadership team? To my way of thinking, these experienced employees would only strengthen the leadership team. The answer came abruptly and left me feeling puzzled: “Those individuals are too old and not part of the future here.”


For the last 10 years, I’ve been on a personal and professional journey to understand what changes as we age, what’s the good and bad of being “old,” and how different generations can work together in meaningful ways to create business value. To appreciate the importance of this topic, one needs to have a clear picture of the forces that are shaping global population trends and workforce demographics. Let’s dive in:





Aging Facts


Let’s start by looking at how the world population is expected to grow:


The UN expects the world population to reach 8.5 billion in 2030 and to increase further to 9.7 billion in 2050, reaching some 10.4 billion by 2100.1


The predictions differ according to assumptions around fertility, mortality, and economic prosperity. In the most extreme scenario, according to data from the Lancet study, the world population could decline by almost 2 billion people to just 6 billion by the end of the century.2


This scenario assumes meeting the sustainable development goals’ targets for education and contraceptive needs.


By contrast, however, researchers also expect to see regional differences. For example, in the European Union, population is projected to increase from 446.7 million in 2022 and peak at 453.3 million in 2026 (an increase of +1.5 percent), then gradually decrease to 447.9 million in 2050 and to 419.5 million in 2100.3 Despite its globally significant growth—the world population is also aging. To understand this better, let’s examine how the group of people aged 50 and over is projected to expand nearly 70 percent by 2050, rising from 1.9 billion in 2020 to 3.2 billion in 2050. The growth will be strongest in the next decade, reaching 2.3 billion people aged 50+ by 2030. Accordingly, this generation’s share of the total population is projected to increase to an unprecedented level—from 24 percent in 2020 to 33 percent by 2050 (see figure below).4


To put these numbers into perspective, it took more than twice as long—from 1950 to 2020—for the same kind of shift to take place previously. In 1950, people in the 50+ age bracket comprised just 16 percent of the total population, and by 2020, they accounted for 24 percent.


[image: The Chart shows how the global population of men and women age 50 and older is expected to develop from 2020 to 2050. In 2020, the percentage of the global population age 50 and older was 24%. This is expected to rise to 33% in 2050, with marginal differences between men and women. ]

Source: The number of people age 50 and older will grow 69% by 2050






The demographic change that’s in motion now will shape organizations and society for years to come. This shift is as big as climate change, and it’s unprecedented in how it’s affecting the entire globe. The rapid aging of our worldwide population will have a long-term impact on every individual, as well as the global workforce and economy.








More Demographic Trends


Let’s take a closer look at the factors that are driving this remarkable transformation:


Increasing life expectancy: One reason we have an aging global population is that people are living much longer. Between 2000 and 2019, global life expectancy increased by six years, from 67 to 73, and it is projected to reach 77 years by 2050.5 As the population ages, many countries soon will reach a point at which more people are leaving the workforce than are entering it.


For example, if your company would be in the United Kingdom, that tipping point may be as soon as 2029. In Brazil, the forecast is for 2035; for India, it’s 2048; and in the United States more people will be exiting the workforce by 2053.6


Advances in healthcare and improved living conditions have led to a substantial increase in life expectancy worldwide. As a result, people are not only living longer but also remaining active and capable of working well into their later years.


According to a Federal Reserve survey, 45 percent of employed older adults consider themselves to be retired while still working.7 This figure suggests that a significant portion of older workers is engaging in what economists call “bridge jobs”—employment taken after retiring from a primary career but before fully exiting the workforce. The survey found that these retired older workers are blending work and retirement, rather than making a clean break from employment. The ability to work part-time in less-demanding roles appears to be an important factor enabling continued workforce participation past traditional retirement age. For many older adults, it is a financial necessity to continue working so they can afford the cost of living longer.




What is a “bridge job”?


Employment taken after retiring from a primary career, before an individual fully exits the workforce.





Declining fertility rates: The second driver behind the aging population trend is that women are having fewer children, leaving older adults to account for a higher percentage of the population. As countries develop economically and socially, fertile women of childbearing years tend to have fewer children for several reasons:




	increased access to education and employment opportunities for women


	wider availability of contraception and family planning services


	changing social norms around family size


	higher costs associated with raising children in developed economies





Accordingly, the global fertility rate, measured as births per 1,000 women, declined from 2.7 in 2000 to 2.4 in 2019 and is projected to drop to 2.2 by 2050. In upper-middle-income economies, the fertility rate is 1.8, well below the replacement rate of 2.1 children per woman that is necessary to maintain a stable population, and it is approaching the low rate of 1.7 seen in high-income economies.8


While global fertility rates are declining overall, some regions are experiencing particularly rapid decreases:




	East Asia: South Korea and Japan are seeing extremely low birth rates.


	Southern Europe: Italy and Spain have struggled with low fertility for decades.


	Eastern Europe: Many countries in this region face a combination of low birth rates and emigration.





When we hear organizations complaining today about the difficulties of finding additional workers, then this is just the beginning, as the effect of global fertility decline is just about to start.








Impact on the Workforce


If the world is faced with declining fertility and with a growing, yet aging population due to longevity, what does this mean for the future of work? This demographic shift is reshaping the labor market, challenging traditional notions of retirement, and forcing businesses to adapt their strategies to accommodate an increasingly multigenerational workforce. Whichever set of statistics you consider, it’s clear that fewer young workers will be entering the job market to replace those who are retiring. This reality creates a likely labor shortage that will increase the importance of retaining older workers.


The combined effect of the global decline of the working-age population will be the strongest in the next 25 years. For that reason alone, organizations should be on alert! Look at the chart below for more details:


[image: This line chart shows the declining working-age population from 2020 to 2050 in China (from 66 to 55%), US (from 58 to 56%), Japan (from 55 to 48%) and the EU (from 59% to 52%). The decline continues from 2050 to 2100 gradually in China, US, and the EU but remains stable in Japan.]


Two notable effects are evident in the workforce:




	
Extended careers: The concept of retirement at 65 is becoming outdated. Many individuals are choosing to work longer, either for personal fulfillment or out of financial necessity. This shift means that careers can span multiple decades and potentially multiple fields.


	
Skills gaps: As technology advances rapidly, companies have a growing need for workers with up-to-date skills. Older workers may find it challenging to learn new systems, while younger workers may lack the experience and soft skills valued by employers. This situation creates both challenges and opportunities for workforce development. We will explore these developments in more detail in Chapter 10.











Adapting to an Aging Workforce


Many organizations are beginning to implement stopgap efforts to manage the reality of an aging workforce. However, without an overall strategy to guide the way, these initiatives inevitably fall short of solving the root problem.


I believe it’s crucial for businesses, policymakers, and individuals to embrace the shift in age distribution and implement supportive policies at a strategic level, so they can harness the full potential of a multigenerational workforce. We know that the working-age population is likely to shrink for a long time to come and, inevitably, this trend will fuel a war for talent. To win that war, companies will need to tap into the valuable experience, stability, and mentorship capabilities that older workers bring to the workplace. And achieving that vision requires leadership commitment, education about the benefits of age diversity, and a long-term approach that considers both the developing trends and the contributions of experienced workers.


Organizations that take the time now to plan strategically around these demographic trends will be in a much better position to achieve their growth, innovation, and productivity objectives. In doing so, they will create a more resilient, innovative, and inclusive labor market that leverages the strengths of workers across all age groups.








Perception vs. Reality of Aging


Jonathan, the energetic, fortysomething CEO of a large machinery company, walked into the office on Monday feeling concerned. Over the weekend, he had reflected on the lack of progress his company was making on its transformation program. The goal of the initiative was to become less hierarchical, both in the way the company was structured and the way its culture was lived. But Jonathan worried that the company’s workforce was not embracing the new agile working style and only haphazardly embracing the new matrix organization.


The company had always been proud of its highly skilled workers and their long tenures. Work quality and customer satisfaction remained above industry standards. But as he looked more closely at the organization, Jonathan saw a growing generational divide between younger employees, who welcomed the change, and older ones, who remained apprehensive. In the training program data, Jonathan noted the participation rate of the 50+ age bracket had been significantly lower than that of other age groups. He started to wonder if an improved leadership approach, focused on the needs of an aging workforce, would help.


The aging phenomenon and its implications can be difficult to perceive at first, but the research tells us that, by 2030, approximately 150 million jobs will shift to workers over age 55, constituting a quarter of the workforce.9


Some of the common telltales include:




	You notice declining physical and cognitive abilities among your older workers, potentially impacting productivity and increasing the risk of workplace accidents.


	You may experience higher rates of absenteeism due to health issues.


	The company faces a growing skills gap, which develops when older workers retire, without transferring knowledge and skills to younger colleagues.


	You see older employees struggling to learn new technologies without additional support and training.


	Employees report poor team dynamics caused by generational differences.





At the same time, some organizations are becoming aware of the opportunities inherent in an aging workforce, including:10




	
Experience and wisdom: Older workers bring valuable skills, knowledge, and experience to the workplace, which can benefit the organization.


	
Mentorship: Experienced workers can mentor and train younger employees, facilitating knowledge transfer.


	
Loyalty: Older workers tend to be more loyal and committed to their employers, potentially reducing turnover rates.


	
Improved safety measures: Accommodating older workers can lead to the implementation of better safety protocols that benefit all employees.11






As companies begin to perceive the reality of their aging employee bases, they may decide to experiment with some of the following changes; this is often a set of disconnected actions, more tactical than strategic in nature:




	
Flexible work arrangements: Many employers are offering flexible working conditions, including hours, location, and job-protected time off, which are highly valued by older workers.


	
Ergonomic workplace design: Organizations are investing in ergonomic workplaces to reduce employee injuries and minimize absenteeism.


	
Training and development: Companies are adjusting their training approaches to ensure information is accessible to all age groups and providing opportunities for older workers to update their skills.


	
Succession planning: Organizations are implementing succession planning strategies to minimize knowledge loss due to retirement and to encourage mentorship.


	
Health and wellness programs: Some employers are introducing functional capacity wellness programs to ensure workers are physically fit for their roles and can perform tasks safely.


	
Age-diverse recruitment: Organizations are recognizing the need to attract and retain both younger and older employees to maintain a balanced workforce.


	
Phased retirement: Some companies are offering more refined phased retirement options to extend older workers’ participation in the workforce and facilitate better retirement adjustment.





How well prepared is your organization for the aging phenomenon? Here are a few questions to start the conversation which aim at a more comprehensive solution that is rooted in your business strategy to achieve your objectives:




	How would you describe the age narrative in your organization?


	What signs of age bias have you noticed in the company culture and business practices?


	What processes and policies are in place already to support the shift in age distribution in the organization to better achieve your corporate objectives?


	Which factors are holding you back and how would you rate those drag factors accordingly?


	Do you have a strategy in place to leverage the potential of your senior workforce to support the corporate strategy?











How We View and Experience Age in the Workplace


Current research on the perception versus reality of aging in organizations reveals several important insights. For starters, we can see that congruence between leaders’ and older employees’ perceptions of age-friendly organizational practices positively impacts employees’ sense of fulfillment. When both leaders and older workers perceive high levels of age-friendliness, older people trust their leaders more, which enhances attitudes, behavior, and wellbeing.12


Conversely, when leaders overestimate the age-friendliness of their organizational practices compared to how their older employees perceive the practices, it can lead to negative outcomes, such as decreased fulfillment and trust among older employees.


Older workers often internalize societal age norms and stereotypes, which influence their decisions about extending their working lives or retiring. These norms can lead to a sense of “intergenerational disentitlement,” in which older workers feel they should leave opportunities to younger colleagues.13 Moreover, the internalization of negative age stereotypes can affect older workers’ motivation for training and development, reinforcing managerial biases that exclude them from such opportunities.14


A growing body of research now shows that perceived age discrimination increases with age and is associated with lower job satisfaction, poorer self-rated health, and higher depressive symptoms among older workers. This discrimination can also influence retirement decisions, as older employees may choose to leave organizations in which they feel discriminated against. Adding to the complexity, implicit measures reveal stable negative biases against older workers that may not be captured by explicit measurements of ageism in the workplace.15


The lived experience of aging is changing, with many older adults maintaining productivity and health well into later life. However, societal perceptions have not kept pace with these changes and, too often, age continues to be viewed through a lens of decline. There is a growing movement toward “positive” or “successful aging,” which encourages maintaining productivity, health, and autonomy in later life. This movement aims to counteract negative stereotypes associated with aging.


Even so, an AARP survey from 2022 found that approximately 80 percent of American workers between ages 40 and 65 reported either witnessing or personally experiencing age discrimination at work.16 And in Germany, 11 percent of older workers reported ageism in 2023, highlighting systemic issues in the job market that undervalue individuals as they age.17


Overall, this research underscores the importance of addressing both the perceptions and realities of aging within organizations to foster a more inclusive and supportive work environment for older employees.




What is ageism?


The term “ageism” was originally coined by Robert Neil Butler in 1969. Ageism refers to the bias, discrimination, or harassment against individuals and groups based on their age.











The Taboo of Aging


In the bustling offices of the Water Corporation, a silent divide grew deeper with each passing day. Sarah, a brilliant 58-year-old marketing executive, found herself increasingly isolated from team meetings and decision-making processes. Younger colleagues whispered about her “outdated” ideas, unaware of the wealth of experience she brought to the table.


Meanwhile, in the IT department, a 25-year-old prodigy named Alex struggled to have his innovative solutions taken seriously. “You’re too young to understand the complexities,” his manager would say, dismissing his ideas without a second thought.


As the company prepared for its annual strategy meeting, both Sarah and Alex were conspicuously absent from the invite list. The boardroom buzzed with talk of “fresh perspectives” and “digital natives,” while decades of accumulated wisdom sat untapped just a few cubicles away.


In the break room, frequent conversations about retirement and “making way for the next generation” created an atmosphere of unease among older employees. Sarah and her peers began to feel like relics, their contributions overshadowed by stereotypes of inflexibility and technological ineptitude.


The impact of this unspoken ageism rippled through the organization. Productivity suffered as valuable insights were lost, and a sense of disengagement spread among workers of all ages. The once-collaborative spirit of Water Corporation gave way to age-based cliques that hindered innovation and teamwork.


As the fiscal year came to a close, Water Corporation’s leadership remained oblivious to the true cost of their age-biased culture. They failed to see that, by marginalizing both their oldest and youngest talent, they were writing a story of missed opportunities and untapped potential.


The taboo of aging at the Water Corporation wasn’t just about discrimination; it was a silent thief, robbing the company of its most valuable asset—the diverse perspectives and experiences of its multigenerational workforce.


Despite increasing awareness of demographic trends and the likely impact on organizations, aging continues to be thought of as a negative—something to be avoided at all costs. If you want to know what this looks like in day-to-day work life, start with your organization’s hiring practices, the most common source of age discrimination in business.


In a survey of New Zealand workers, 85 percent of respondents believed it will become increasingly difficult to secure employment as they age.18 This manifests in several ways:




	Younger hiring managers may favor candidates closer to their own age, perceiving them as more likely to stay with the company longer.


	Job descriptions and recruitment materials may use language that subtly discourages older applicants (“High-energy individual needed for a fast-paced environment”).


	Some older workers even report feeling compelled to alter their appearances, such as dyeing their hair, to appear younger during job interviews.





Negative stereotypes about older workers contribute to the bias. For example, older employees may be perceived as less competent or adaptable, despite their wealth of experience. And there’s a misconception that older workers are less tech-savvy and more resistant to change,19 despite the fact that they are not universally this way.20 And older women face a “double whammy” of both sexism and ageism, with visible signs of aging affecting perceptions of their competence and attractiveness.


For all these reasons, as employees age, they may face considerable challenges in career progression and job security. Older workers might be passed over for promotions or professional development opportunities, especially in industries that are perceived as “youth-oriented” like events and marketing. The “thinning out” of older employees in higher positions suggests a systemic issue with retaining experienced workers: A 2023 study by McKinsey & Company found that nearly a third of newly appointed S&P 500 CEOs in 2022 were younger than 50, which is more than twice the rate observed in 2018.21 This trend indicates a significant increase in younger individuals taking on top leadership positions in major corporations.


The taboo around aging shapes workplace culture and creates an uncomfortable work environment for older employees. Ageist jokes or comments may be more tolerated than other forms of discrimination. Older workers might feel pressure to hide their ages or downplay their experience to fit in. And workplace policies and practices may unintentionally favor younger employees, such as with inflexible work arrangements that don’t accommodate the needs of older workers.


Perhaps the most insidious aspect of the aging taboo is the silence surrounding it. Ashton Applewhite, a famous voice in the US who has raised awareness of this issue, describes ageism as “the last socially acceptable prejudice,”22 indicating a lack of awareness and action compared to other forms of discrimination. Many older workers struggle to prove age discrimination, so it becomes difficult to address the issue openly. And while organizations say they have diversity and inclusivity initiatives, age frequently gets overlooked in these efforts.


The taboo of aging has legal implications, too. Younger workers tend to be perceived as more desirable;23 yet any organization that tries to shape its workforce according to age-related criteria becomes subject to legal scrutiny.


In 2024, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics projected that there will be an increase in workers aged 55 and older, including a rise in those older than 65, as a percentage of the overall workforce. Age-related litigation in the workplace is also spiking, especially allegations of age-related harassment and discrimination.24


By recognizing and addressing the taboo of aging in the workplace, companies in any country can begin to create more inclusive environments that value the contributions of workers across all age groups.


Given the increasingly challenging business environments in the world, organizations will benefit from leveraging the assets of the entire workforce. In light of better business outcomes, it simply makes sense to tap into the potential of your experienced workforce. Why not apply this healthy business mindset and accelerate your performance?








An Emerging Generational Divide


For the first time in history, many workplaces span six generations, from the octogenarians of the Silent Generation (80 years and older)—who are still working in key global leadership roles—to the teenagers of the emerging Generation Alpha, who are eagerly pursuing their first summer jobs and high school internships. In between, we have the Baby Boomers, Generation X, Generation Y (often called the Millennials), and Generation Z, representing practically the entire workforce.25


This is an unprecedented age span, and it’s a real challenge for organizations to manage because each generation is distinctly different in its character and expectations. It is critically important for organizational leaders to understand the defining moments for each age group, what “work” means for each of them, and what values motivate their behavior and decision-making.


[image: This table shows key characteristics of four different generations: the Boomers (born 1964–1964), Gen X (born 1965–1981), Millennials (born 1982–1996) and Gen Z (born 1997–2012). It displays the key moments that have informed their view of the world, what work means to them, and which values drive them. Key moments for Boomers included the Marshall Plan, Civil Rights and Sexual Revolution; for Gen X, the Berlin Wall, Watergate, the Energy Crisis, and Downsizing; for Millennials, Child Focus and Divorce as the norm, and for Gen Z, Digital as the norm, 9/11, the Global Financial Crisis, UN Climate Report. Work for Boomers means “adventure, then retire,” for Gen X “a job” or “a contract,” for Millennials, “a Means to End” and “Values,” and for Gen Z, “Entrepreneur and Purpose.” The values that drive Boomers are “status and achievement,”, for GenX, it’s “freedom and responsibility”, for Millennials, “Experiences,” and for Gen Z “Improve the World.”]

Source: The Empathy Advantage, Heather McGowan, Chris Shipley, 2024








Let’s consider each generation in more detail:26


Boomers (b. 1946–1964): In the United States currently, Baby Boomers make up about 15 percent of the labor force. Their participation has been declining as more of this generation reaches retirement age.


Generation X (b. 1965–1981): Gen X comprises approximately 31 percent to 36 percent of the workforce. This group represents a significant portion of the labor force, often occupying middle and senior management positions.


Generation Y (b. 1982–1996): Millennials currently make up the largest share of the workforce, accounting for about 36 percent to 40 percent of all workers. Gen Y has overtaken other generations in workforce participation.


Generation Z (b. 1997–2012): Gen Z’s presence in the workforce is growing rapidly. Young workers now make up about 18 percent of the labor force, having recently surpassed Baby Boomers in workforce participation.




Who is 50+?


Technically, the “50+” category represents a mix of the Boomers and Gen X employees. In many organizations, about 30 percent of the workforce is 50 years and older. In G7 countries, workers aged 55 and older are projected to exceed 25 percent of the workforce by 2031, an increase of nearly 10 percentage points from 2011. Globally, it’s estimated that approximately 150 million jobs will shift to workers 55 and older by the end of this decade.





The generational divide shows up in a few different ways at work. Here are a few examples you may recognize:27


Communication styles: Different generations have distinct preferences for communication methods. A survey by BridgeWorks found that 72 percent of Millennials prefer digital communication channels, while 50 percent of Baby Boomers prefer face-to-face communication. This disparity can lead to misunderstandings and inefficiencies in the workplace.


Work expectations: Each generation has different expectations regarding work-life balance, career development, and job stability. For instance, Gen X tends to value flexibility and autonomy, while Millennials often seek mentorship and purpose in their work.


Technological proficiency: Younger generations like Millennials and Gen Z are typically more adept with the latest technologies, while Baby Boomers and some Gen Xers may require additional training and support.


Attitudes toward authority and collaboration: Baby Boomers often prefer more hierarchical structures, which can clash with Millennials’ preference for collaborative approaches.


Looking at the landscape of an aging workforce and a widening generational divide, leaders should consider taking these six steps to prepare:




	
Bridge communication gaps: Implement strategies that accommodate diverse communication preferences to ensure effective collaboration across all age groups.28



	
Manage resistance to change: Older generations may resist changes that younger employees embrace, requiring clear communication about the benefits of change and involving team members in transition processes.


	
Address skills gaps: As technology evolves, skills gaps can emerge between generations, necessitating ongoing training and development programs.


	
Foster inclusive culture: Creating an environment in which every generation feels valued is crucial. A survey by LinkedIn revealed that 89 percent of employees believe a strong team culture significantly reduces workplace conflicts.29



	
Retain talent across generations: With Millennials frequently changing jobs and Gen Z seeking entrepreneurial opportunities, companies need to balance their workforces across the generations.


	
Support mental health and wellbeing: A survey by the American Psychological Association found that Millennials and Gen Z report higher levels of stress compared to older generations, highlighting the need for mental health support in the workplace.30






Managing the growing group of 50+ workers effectively presents a strategic opportunity for organizations to reposition around intergenerational inclusion and impact for the long term. At the same time, if executives are unwilling or unprepared to engage this new multigenerational reality, organizational chaos and decline may ensue.








What to Do


Craft a generational strategy to support your organization’s objectives. Task leaders with creating the conditions that incentivize older and younger workers alike to be open to learning from and with one another, sharing their wisdom and know-how without fear or insecurity.


Engage in succession planning—it is essential for organizational sustainability. Given the intergenerational challenges, organizations will benefit from looking into how to become employers-of-choice for every generation (not just the younger ones), anchored by a compelling brand that is both authentic and attentive to each generation’s needs and preferences.


Actively manage differences that could be aged-based or generational. Remember, age-based differences refer to where an individual is within their lifespan, while generations are cohorts of people who were born at a similar time and have been shaped by common historical and cultural experiences and/or forces in their formative years. Multigenerational teams often experience interpersonal tensions, such as differences in norms regarding the use of technology, communication styles around giving and receiving feedback, and ideas of what “hard work” and “good leadership” look like. Instead of falling into the trap of stereotyping, judging, and then attempting to “fix” the other generations, these differences can be viewed as cultural attributes. This approach paves the way to acknowledging generational differences without dividing them from one another.


Rally around a shared purpose. The most powerful intergenerational unifier is the organization’s purpose—defined as “an aspirational reason for being which inspires and provides a call to action for an organization and its partners and stakeholders, and provides benefit to local and global society,” according to the Harvard Business Review.31 Take the time to articulate the fundamental reason for the company’s existence beyond just generating profit, and you’ll be amazed by how it shifts the focus to what we have in common, rather than what divides us. While fostering the organizational sense of purpose, leaders can also help employees to activate their own personal sense of purpose while coming together with others to fulfill the organization’s vision and mission at the same time.




CHAPTER 1 SUMMARY


Demographic changes in the global workforce are bringing about a significant transformation as populations age and people live longer, healthier lives. It is paramount for organizations to adapt to the reality of an aging workforce. We all need to challenge perceptions and change our organizational processes and policies to meet the needs of older workers and the emerging generational divide. Ignoring or not sufficiently addressing these trends will compromise innovation, competitiveness, and productivity.
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Chapter 2 The Silver Dollar: Economic Realities of an Aging Workforce





The Drift Phenomenon


On a November day, Caroline sat at her desk, staring at the computer screen and reflecting on her time with the employer she’d served for more than two decades. “I was hired to be a marketing specialist, and at first, I was eager, full of ambition. Over the years, I became known as the go-to person for campaign strategy. My colleagues often joke that I can predict consumer trends in my sleep,” she says.


For a long time, Caroline felt a deep sense of pride in her work. She belonged to this place and always felt that her contributions were valued. But lately, something seemed off. The familiar routine that she once enjoyed was beginning to feel constrictive. At 53, she found herself asking, “Is this all there is for me professionally? I looked around at the younger faces, buzzing with excitement over the latest company strategy and wondered if I even belonged anymore.”


As time passed, Caroline grew more sensitive to the changes happening around her. A reorganization here, a new policy there—each one felt like a potential threat to her status, her autonomy, and her relationships at work. A nagging worry kept her up at night: “Do I still matter?”


She started looking for signs that the company still valued her expertise—an opportunity to lead a new project or shift her role to something new. She would even welcome an invitation to learn new skills in a professional training program. But those signs never came. Instead, Caroline felt taken for granted. Her boss acted as though the company had invested enough in her and now it was time for her to deliver. “It was a subtle shift from my performance being valued, to being simply expected,” she recalls.


Understandably, Caroline began to withdraw mentally. Her colleagues didn’t seem to notice at first, but she felt herself drifting away. “It’s not that I don’t care anymore—it’s just that I’m not sure if anyone else does. And in this state of limbo, I find myself wondering what the next chapter of my career will look like, and whether it will be written here or somewhere else entirely.”


Caroline’s story is an all too common one, and when professionals like her start to withdraw mentally and emotionally from their employers, we refer to the phenomenon as “drifting.” Drifting happens when “nine to five” replaces “going the extra mile.” Drifters still do their jobs, but in a reactive mode. They observe the changes around them, and instead of looking for new opportunities, they focus on protecting the status quo. It’s an effective coping mechanism to deal with setbacks and lack of inclusion and appreciation. Eroding productivity from drifting employees may be hard to detect, but it builds up over time and can become a systemic issue before you know it.




What is Drifting?


Drifting refers to the experience that older people inside an organization have when they no longer feel committed or attached. This happens when a company no longer gives attention to an individual because of a conscious or unconscious bias against investing in someone “older” and/or who may be expected to leave the company at an undefined time in the future, perhaps through early retirement.








Cost and Productivity Impact of Older Workers


We’ve all encountered proactive individuals in the workplace. They plan ahead and prioritize tasks effectively. They are always looking for ways to improve processes and prevent issues, and this approach creates an environment for innovation and creativity to thrive. Drifters tend to lose their formerly proactive inclinations and settle into a reactive, defensive mode. This change has a significant impact on productivity and costs organizations a lot of money.


Are older workers more costly than younger ones, simply because of their age? Not necessarily. The perception of older workers as a major cost impediment to business is greatly exaggerated and not supported by current evidence. When people costs go up, it’s often due to a preventable decline in productivity. If leaders don’t allow the drifting phenomenon to take hold, they can reap the cost-savings benefits of keeping experienced workers in the mix.


Let’s take a closer look:




Productivity Considerations


As workers age, their productivity may start to decline due to physical or cognitive changes or inability/ unwillingness to use the latest technologies. For example, a study on Japanese workers found that productivity peaked for those in their 40s and declined thereafter. This aging effect may have reduced Japan’s annual total factor productivity growth by 0.7–0.9 percentage point between 1990 and 2005.32


Moody’s Analytics published a study on Aging and Productivity33 in 2018 that found “no definitive conclusions as to the mechanisms causing aging to weigh on productivity, but a plausible theory is that older workers may resist productivity-improving technologies. Understanding why older workers are reducing productivity growth is essential if ways to mitigate the effects are to be found.”


An aging workforce also can lead to higher costs for employers due to increased healthcare expenses, higher wages, absenteeism, caregiving responsibilities, and age-related workplace accommodations such as modified schedules. At the same time, older workers tend to stay in their jobs longer than younger peers, they show higher levels of work commitment, and are more reliable. Contrary to popular opinion, they often demonstrate the ability to acquire new skills and contribute creative ideas.


The relationship between age and productivity is not straightforward. Encourage Equality, a promoter of age neutrality at work, cites a number of insights:34 According to a recent EU report, “There is no empirical evidence that older workers are more or less productive than other age groups.” While some studies suggest a potential decline in productivity with age, this is often offset by experience and job-specific knowledge.


Moreover, older workers often provide cost-saving benefits that offset any potential higher wages. Workers aged over 55 are five times less likely to change jobs compared to workers aged 20 to 24, reducing recruitment and training costs. Older workers have lower rates of absenteeism, providing a greater return on training investments. And they demonstrate higher levels of work commitment, reliability, and the ability to acquire new skills.







Compensation Trends


Modern compensation practices have reduced age-based wage differences, as evidenced by these statistics: 90 percent of large companies now use performance-based variable compensation rather than tenure-based compensation, up from 78 percent in 2005.







Flexible Work Arrangements


Companies can leverage older workers’ expertise cost-effectively through flexible work hours, contract positions, or part-time roles, allowing companies to access their expertise at lower costs. These arrangements can be mutually beneficial for both companies and older workers.


In conclusion, while there may be a small element of truth to older workers being more expensive in some cases, this is outweighed by the benefits these workers contribute and changing compensation structures. The traditional and simplified belief that older workers are more costly than younger ones is not correct. However, if the aging workforce is not managed well, insufficient leadership of mature workers will lead to the “drift” phenomenon. And having a lot of drifters in your organization is going to be a burden on your bottom line. By proactively managing an aging workforce, I believe companies can mitigate productivity losses and leverage the valuable experience of older workers.
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